A Pragmatic Analysis of Fuzzy Language in English Cosmetic Advertising by 黄虹
 
学校编码：10384                              分类号_______密级 ______ 





硕  士  学  位  论  文 
 
A Pragmatic Analysis of Fuzzy Language in 
English Cosmetic Advertising 
英文化妆品广告中模糊语言的语用分析 
黄  虹 
指导教师姓名： 张 秀 明  副 教 授  
专 业 名 称： 英 语 语 言 文 学  
论文提交日期： 2 0 1 0 年 4 月  
论文答辩时间： 2 0 1 0 年 5 月  
学位授予日期： 2 0 1 0 年    月  
 
 
答辩委员会主席：                  
评    阅    人：                  
 



















另外，该学位论文为（                            ）课题（组）
的研究成果，获得（               ）课题（组）经费或实验室的























































（     ）1.经厦门大学保密委员会审查核定的保密学位论文，
于   年  月  日解密，解密后适用上述授权。 







                             声明人（签名）： 














































































With the appearance of Zadeh’s “fuzzy sets” theory in 1965, more and more 
scholars do their researches on the basis of fuzziness and a “vagueness rush” has 
emerged in different scopes. In the field of linguistics, great success has been 
achieved in the study of fuzzy linguistics, but the application of vague language in 
various means of contemporary business communication including commercial 
advertisements, from a pragmatic perspective, calls for further research efforts.  
The present study, therefore, attempts to apply the theory of pragmatics to 
investigate into fuzziness in English cosmetic advertising language. A working 
analytic model, which can clearly reveal the relationship between fuzzy language, 
pragmatic theories, specifically, the Cooperative Principle (CP) and the Politeness 
Principle (PP), and effective communication, will guide the whole research. This 
thesis aims to find out a pragmatic explanation for the significance of fuzziness in 
advertising and the positive and negative effects of fuzziness in this genre. Through 
descriptive and analytic work, this research has achieved a few findings: 
1) For the purpose of making their ads more attractive, expressive and persuasive, 
advertisers often tend to apply fuzzy language in their copies. In the case of cosmetic 
advertising, copywriters favor the use of fuzzy expressions and fuzzy rhetoric. In the 
corpus of this study, fuzzy expressions include hedges, subjective adjectives and 
adverbs, fuzzy verbs, and comparatives and superlatives. According to our study, the 
proportions of these four devices are 9.3%, 44.7%, 23.3% and 22.7% respectively. 
Hedges have the smallest percentage because many hedges, especially shields, are 
often long and hesitant-sounding, and they are in contradiction with features of 
ads---being short and simple. Subjective adjectives and adverbs are most popular 
among advertisers of cosmetics as they need to use a lot of descriptions to display 
before the audience how effective their products are and the use of them draws vivid 
pictures before the eyes of consumers. In the case of fuzzy rhetoric, traditional figures 
of speech such as metaphor, pun and hyperbole often convey vague meanings in 
cosmetic ads. 
2) In advertising, fuzzy language is a way or medium to follow the pragmatic 















addresser and the addressee. Vague language is related to CP in two aspects: to follow 
the maxims and to flout the maxims. In our analyzed copies, there are more instances 
of flouting of CP than observing of it. As for PP, except the Modesty maxim, the other 
five maxims are often followed by advertisers in their copies. 
3) In a general sense, fuzzy language plays a positive role in advertising. It can 
improve the accuracy of the copy, make the copy more expressive and persuasive, 
protect the advertiser from possible responsibilities and add vividness and liveliness to 
the copy. Nevertheless, negative effects would be generated if the advertiser uses too 
much fuzzy language or uses it in an incorrect way. 
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Chapter One  Introduction 
1.1  A Brief Introduction to the Research and Its Significance 
Advertising may be the most effective way of communication that can promote 
the source and availability of goods. Advertisement is the bridge that connects the 
producer, the seller and the consumer of goods. Since the birth of modern advertising 
in the nineteenth-century in the United States, the past one hundred years has 
witnessed a rapid development of the advertising industry. China, the largest 
developing country, has also had a boom in the past several decades, especially after 
its entry into WTO. Being a member of world economy, China is faced with more 
fierce and compelling challenges than before. In other words, to beat more 
competitors from developed countries and own a larger market share, domestic 
companies have to promote their products more effectively and build a more 
favorable image on the international stage. Therefore, advertising, with its 
increasingly important role in the business world, has attracted more and more 
attention.  
According to the annual report of China’s Advertising Industry, by the end of 
2008, the total income of advertising had hit 500 billion, and cosmetic advertisements 
took up the largest percentage (http://data.chinabyte.com/qtjd/5/3060505.shtml). 
Obviously, being the largest part of the advertising industry, cosmetic advertisements 
are undoubtedly worth our attention. It has become a fact that no matter when you 
turn on the TV or the radio, open the magazine or newspaper, get on a bus, enter a 
movie theater or walk in the street, you can’t help noticing a cosmetic advertisement. 
It can never be denied that cosmetic advertisements have penetrated into our life. A 
larger and larger number of people, especially women, show more interest in them 
than before. They would sacrifice the expenses on other things for cosmetics. To make 
a better choice among dazzling options, consumers are inclined to turn to 
advertisements. As a matter of fact, the success of an advertisement depends on 
whether it can leave a deep impression on consumers and urge them to buy the 
products, which, to a great extent, rests on the language of advertisements.  
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advertising. However, most of the researches are from an economic perspective or 
studied together with marketing. Some of them are about the language of advertising 
itself, but only a small number of scholars touch the application of fuzzy language in 
advertising English, and an even smaller number of people have tried to conduct the 
research from a pragmatic perspective. Relevant researches will be reviewed in the 
succeeding chapter. 
It had been believed for a very long time that “good” usage of language involved 
clarity and precision. Hence, vague, ambiguous, or imprecise language should be 
avoided. However, the situation was radically changed after the publication of 
Zadeh’s “Fuzzy Sets” (1965). Zadeh held that being the nature of language, fuzziness 
would give birth to better understanding and communication rather than hinder 
effective communication, which used to be the belief of many linguists. After the 
establishment of the fuzzy theory, it has been applied to many fields, such as 
mathematics, philosophy, politics, linguistics, religion, and etc. Nevertheless, 
researches on fuzzy language in advertising from a pragmatic perspective are few, if 
any, and most of them merely focus on the functions of fuzziness, but never try to 
offer a pragmatic explanation for its significance in advertising. Moreover, no one has 
chosen cosmetic advertisements for case studies. The present writer would be the first 
one in making a tentative analysis of the theoretical justification for the important role 
of fuzziness in advertising and the communicative effects of fuzziness by means of 
case studies of cosmetic advertisements. The writer hopes that this thesis would draw 
copywriters’ attention to the use of fuzzy words and expressions in advertisements 
and enable them to have access to a better knowledge of the working mechanism 
behind fuzzy language so as to produce more successful advertisement.  
1.2  Research Questions 
By setting up an analytic model, this dissertation will try to answer three specific 
questions: 
a. What linguistic devices do advertisers apply to realize fuzziness in the 
language of advertising? 
b. From the perspective of pragmatics, how does fuzzy language follow the 
Cooperative Principle and the Politeness Principle? 
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1.3  Data Collection and Methodology 
On the whole, a “theories and instances” approach is adopted in this study. By 
theories, the theories of pragmatics, with special reference to the Cooperative 
Principle and the Politeness Principle, will be employed as the study is conducted 
from a pragmatic perspective. Meanwhile, it is also of vital importance to investigate 
into actual instances of cosmetic advertisements to draw convincing conclusions.  
So far as data-collection is concerned, as the media of advertising are various, 
the focus of this paper will be put exclusively on print advertising, or more exactly, 
cosmetic commercials on magazines. Pictures and animations are not included 
because they are beyond the writer’s capacity and would make the research too 
complicated. All the 96 samples discussed in this thesis are collected from nine issues 
of three well-known American fashion magazines, namely, Cosmopolitan (issues of 
April 2009, May 2009 & June 2009), Marie Claire (issues of April 2009, May 2009 & 
June 2009) and Elle (issues of April 2009, May 2009 & June 2009). They are among 
the top 100 of magazines all over the world, and the writer selects the latest issues in 
order to have access to the up-to-date cosmetic advertisements. To achieve a high 
level of objectivity and authenticity, the 96 ads includes all the cosmetic 
advertisements in the nine copies of these magazines, except those repeating ones. 
1.4  Outline of the Thesis 
There will be five chapters in the body of this paper. The first chapter goes to a 
brief introduction of the paper. In Chapter Two, the concept of fuzziness and its 
distinction from other related notions will be clarified. A review of previous studies on 
fuzziness from the pragmatic perspective will be covered. The features of advertising 
language will be mentioned and previous studies on advertising language from the 
pragmatic perspective will be reviewed as well. In Chapter Three, a working analytic 
model will be set up, and the rationale, that is the Cooperative Principle and the 
Politeness Principle, is going to be elaborated. But before that, previous studies are 
reviewed. Chapter Four aims at a corpus and documentary analysis by applying the 
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